Article for 'Recycling World'

Friday, 18 October 2002

The Burden of Responsibility: The EU and Waste Policy

By Jean Lambert, Green MEP for London

What to do with all the waste?  As the piles grow, the UK continues to fall behind its European neighbours in meeting common objectives in the field of waste disposal. A recent report shows that only a paltry 12% of household waste in Britain ever sees the inside of a recycling plant compared to a gleaming figure of around 50% in Germany and the Netherlands. However, despite national differences this is clearly a common problem the European Union has been attempting to help address by creating a framework of objectives for member states. 

A fairly significant body of European legislation has already been produced in the field of waste disposal, and although far from comprehensive it provides a workable framework  Within this, EU countries are expected to build up their own unique waste-disposal systems to meet common targets. Four directives cover waste-related issues from incineration emissions to the recycling of packaging.

· Landfill Directive (1999), to reduce waste going to landfill and methane emissions. 

· Incineration Directive (2000), to reduce emissions into air, water and land from the incineration of non-hazardous wastes. 

· Directive on electrical and electronic equipments waste and restriction of hazardous substances (2001) aiming at the environmentally sound recovery and disposal of waste electrical and electronic equipment and the approximation of Member States' laws on restriction of hazardous substances in electrical equipment. 

· Packaging and Packaging Waste Directive (1994), setting targets for the recovery and recycling of packaging and packaging waste. As a follow-up to this Directive, there is a draft for a Directive on Packaging Waste Recovery and Recycling Targets.

Member States are required to incorporate the directives into their national legislation, normally within two years of their coming into force. The creation of legislation is not an end in itself, however, as implementation remains a problem. The UK is one of the worst culprits due to both practical difficulties and a lack of political will, though it is of course not alone in its failure to comply. Shortcomings extend not only to concrete targets like recycling percentages but also, more seriously, to longer-terms aims such as sustainable resource use. UK measures to put the Landfill Directive into practice, for instance, simply replace landfill with large-scale incineration plants, accompanied by their own environmental and health problems. 

Far more political effort is vital in order to build an efficient and sustainable system of waste disposal. Higher targets set in the new Packaging Waste directive require significant investment in new reprocessing facilities and recycling collection services. This will not happen unless the government creates the necessary legislative framework and incentives to bring about these changes. An important aspect of this is shifting the burden of responsibility for recycling from consumers to other parts of the production system. The current UK system spreads responsibility for recycling too thinly amongst different players in the production chain (manufacturers, converters, packer/fillers and retailers). It does not include any requirements to collect waste materials, so that companies have neither incentive through taxation or obligation through regulation to collect or recycle waste materials. 

Of course the only real long-term solution is to reduce the amount of waste we produce. Present economic structures encourage ever-increasing consumption of items more often than not wrapped in layers of packaging and have to change, but again this cannot happen without real political will. The recent imposition of a tax on plastic bags in Ireland, which has been successful in significantly reducing demand for plastic bags, is a small but illustrative example of how governments can go beyond EU requirements when there is a real desire to use legislative measures to modify habits.

The EU directives are a good first step in the right direction.  The UK and other countries must choose to first fully implement them, and then build on them, to achieve a real sustainable solution.
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